THE MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
of other people's power, one day became conscious of
this fact and finally apprehended the real state of things
so that their leaders felt inclined to seize power for
themselves. Opportunities were not wanting; they
might pick quarrels with the inhabitants, the chiefs might
fall out with a Roman governor, or have grievances
against the Emperor himself; or the possessions of
those whom they knew to be defenceless, might simply
tempt their avidity. The defenders made themselves
the masters, conquered the Empire, exterminated part
of its inhabitants and subjugated the others. The
barbarian nations who surrounded the Empire, Huns,
Normans, Saracens, seeing the disorder and the helpless-
ness, the possibilities of making the richest booty without
running great risks, came one after the other, raiding
the coasts and the great cities inland. Thus antique
civilisation was stamped out. It is a phenomenon that
repeats itself in history that a rich and civilised nation,
lacking sufficient military power, will fall a prey to
warlike and rapacious neighbours.
This certainly was the way in which the whole process
was consummated; the decline of military power and
organisation was decisive, whatever the first origin and
the following steps of general decay and deterioration
may have been. The exploitation of the provinces, the
mixture of races, the decomposition of the Roman people
into an aristocracy abounding in wealth and a destitute
lower class, the economic system based on large estates
and production by slave labour to which the lack of slaves
ensuing from a long period of unbroken peace proved
fatal, the decay of the constitution and the extinction
of all political life, the ossification of all institutions,
with simultaneous lawlessness and constant troubles,
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